Aquinas's commentary on the metaphysics by Galluzzo, Gabriele
Gabriele Galluzzo
Aquinas’s Commentary on the Metaphysics

Introduction
As is known, Thomas Aquinas set out to comment on Aristotle’s works rather late in his career. His first Aristotelian commentary, the Sententia Libri De Anima, dates back to 1267/1268 when Aquinas was still in Rome to direct the recently founded Dominican studium.​[1]​ At least at the beginning, Aquinas’s activity as an Aristotelian commentator had a rather “private” character and was mainly prompted by Thomas’s desire to enhance his knowledge of Aristotle’s thought and philosophical jargon.​[2]​ Even though polemical references to Averroes are not missing in Aquinas’s commentaries, it is unlikely that the Dominican Master’s intent was to build up a body of commentaries in order to replace Averroes’s standard intepretation of Aristotle. Progressively, however, Aquinas’s works gained in popularity, circulation and importance so as to become a point of reference for any subsequent interpretation of Aristotle’s texts. Thus, Aquinas’s commentaries came soon to be regarded by both adversaries and followers as standard expositions of Aristotle’s doctrine, to be compared to or set against Averroes’s exegetical corpus.
The Sententia super Metaphysicam, the longest and arguably the most important of Aquinas’s Aristotelian commentaries, was drafted during Aquinas’s second teaching in Paris (Autumn 1268-Spring 1972).​[3]​ The Sententia falls into twelve books and so contains also an exposition of Book K. In the absence of a critical edition of the text, many details about its composition remain uncertain. Aquinas is likely to have started his writing in the acedemic year 1270-1271. Since Aquinas became acquainted with Moerbeke’s revision of the Media and translation of Book Κ in the second half of 1271, the work must have been completed towards the very end of Aquinas’s teaching in Paris or, possibly, in the first months of his staying in Naples. Although Moerbeke’s revision and translation is used throughout Aquinas’s commentary as the main basis for his exposition of Aristotle’s text, references are made also to other versions of the Metaphysics, including the Media, the Vetus and the Vetustissima. This phenomenon is particularly apparent in the first books of the commentary. Thus, the hypothesis has been advanced that Aquinas may have revised the Sententia after his acquaintance with Moerbeke’s new version.
The critical edition should also shed some light on the nature of Aquinas’s sources. The presence of Avicenna and Averroes, whom Aquinas explicitly quotes and criticizes, is beyond dispute. Albert’s commentary is never referred to, nor does it seem to be present implicitly in Aquinas’s exposition. Work still needs to be done on the possible presence of other XIIIth-century commentators such as Adam of Buckfield, Riccardus Rufus or Geoffrey of Aspall. The general impression, however, is that Aquinas proceeds rather autonomously in his appropriation of Aristotle’s text―which is not surprising given the nature of his activity as an Aristotelian commentator.
One of the distinctive characters of Aquinas’s commentary on the Metaphysics is its robustly Aristotelian and, as it were, internal perspective: although some typical themes of Aquinas’s metaphysics―such as the distinction between essence and existence, partecipation and the doctrine of the different levels of ontological composition―crop up occasionally in the course of the exposition, more often the explanation of Aristotle’s text is conducted on the basis of entirely Aristotelian tools and conceptual material.​[4]​ This fact has led some scholars to raise the question as to whether the commentary on the Metaphysics as well as all the other Aristotelian commentaries by Aquinas should be regarded as the expression of the Dominican Master’s genuine thought or rather as intelligent and uncommital expositions of Aristotle’s doctrine.​[5]​ Although clear, this way of phrasing the question is, I think, rather misleading. For it seems to presuppose that Aquinas could have approached Aristotle’s text in a entirely fresh and uncontaminated way. We all know, on the contrary, that Aquinas’s theological and philosophical system was mainly built around an appropriation of the cornerstones of Aristotle’s philosophy. Thus, Aquinas’s Aristotelian commentaries are expositions of a doctrine Aquinas generally finds himself in agreement with. This is confirmed by the fact that, when Aristotle’s doctrine needs qualification, revision or correction, Aquinas does not fail to point it out by explicitly indicating what is missing in Aristotle’s approach or solution. As we shall see, Aquinas’s commentary on Metaphysics, Book Λ is a case in point. In the course of his exposition of this book, in fact, Aquinas is as careful as one can be in marking the difference between Aristotle’s and his own understanding of the nature of God as well as in indicating the validity or invalidity of Aristotle’s arguments for the existence of a Prime Mover. In general, therefore, the commentary on the Metaphysics should be taken as the exposition of a doctrine Aquinas generally endorses, even though, of course, the way in which such a doctrine is presented reflects the flow of Aristotle’s text and not Aquinas’s design.
Another, crucial aspect of Aquinas’s reading of the Metaphysics is its systematicity. For Aquinas, the Metaphysics is an orderly and well-structured exposition of first philosophy, where each book finds its place within Aristotle’s general argumentative plan. Thomas’s systematic reading extends also to Aristotle’s corpus as a whole: the different Aristotelian treatises are different and coordinated parts of the whole human science. If there are apparent conflicts or contradictions between one work and another, they must be generally explained away. Endorsing this approach, however, does not prevent Aquinas from bringing out the main nervatures of Aristote’s general strategy or from seeing the peculiarities and difficulties of single sections of the text.
This chapter falls into three parts. In the first, I shall present Aquinas’s reconstruction of Aristotle’s view on the nature of metaphysics as a scientific investigation. My focus will be on the subject of metaphysics (§ 1.1), the analogy of being (§ 1.2), and the general structure of the Metaphysics (§ 1.3). In part 2, I shall take up some major themes from Aquinas’s analysis of Books Z and H, i.e. the investigation into sensible substances: substance (§ 2.1), the essence and definition of sensible substances (§ 2.2), the nature of accidents (§ 2.3) and the essence-existence distinction (§ 2.3). In the final part, I shall deal with Aquinas’s treatment of separate substances by first presenting Thomas’s interpretation of Book Λ (§ 3.1) and then outlining his view on the different levels of ontological composition (§ 3.2).

I. Metaphysics as a Scienfitical Investigation

1.1. The Subject-Matter of Metaphysics and the Posterior Analytics Model
Aquinas is famous for his view that the subject of metaphysics, i.e. the proper object of a metaphysical investigation, is being as being (ens qua ens) or being in general (ens commune) and not God and separate substances. He is also known for restricting the notion of being as being to created being and so for maintaining that God does not follow within the subject of metaphysics. Aquinas deals with the question of the subject of metaphysics in several texts and especially in q. 5 (aa. 1 and 4) of his commentary on Boethius’s De Trinitate. Although the discussion in the De Trinitate is rich with details and powerful theoretical insights, nowhere does Aquinas express himself so neatly with regard to the subject of metaphysics as in the preface to the commentary on the Metaphysics. What is peculiar about the preface is that it brings into the fore the contrast, which is already present in Aristotle, between two different intuitions regarding what metaphysics is about: the contrast, in other words, between metaphysics as a universal science over and above the special sciences, i.e. the science that studies all beings in so far as they are beings, and metaphysics as a dignified special science, i.e. the science that deals with the most eminent kind of being, namely separate or immaterial substances in general and God in particular. Not surprisingly, therefore, while solving this contrast, Aquinas’s preface gives us also information about the status of metaphysics as a scientific investigation.​[6]​
Aquinas’s starting point in the preface is that all sciences and all arts are ordered to one single end, i.e. the perfection and happiness of human beings. Therefore, one of those sciences or arts should rule over the others and hence properly deserves the title of Wisdom. This science, which is of course metaphysics, must be the most intellectual science and the most intellectual science must in turn be identified with the one that studies the most intelligible objects. One can, however, understand the expression “the most intelligible objects” differently, depending on the point of view one chooses to endorse. Basically, there are three ways of understanding the notion of “the most intelligible object”. 
(i) One possibility is to look at the order of knowledge, i.e. at the relationships of grounding and being grounded upon obtaining among our different contents of knowledge. When so proceeding, one will be inclined to locate an object’s intelligibility in its capacity to produce certainty in the intellect and so ground other pieces of knowledge. According to this line of thought, therefore, causes will turn out to be the most intelligible objects. For the knowledge of causes ground the knowledge of the things of which they are the causes. This way of looking at metaphysics is in keeping with Aristotle’s account in Met. Α 1-2, according to which metaphysics is the science of causes. 
(ii) Alternatively, one can appeal to a comparison between senses and intellect. Since perception is always of particulars objects, while the intellect is concerned with universals, in this perspective intelligibility should be located with universality. Accordingly, the most intelligible objects should be identified with the most universal concepts such as being, one, potentiality and actuality, and the like. As is easily seen, this is Aristotle’s characterisation of metaphysics in Met. Γ 1-2 and in the first part of Met. Ε 1 (1025b3-17). Metaphysics is here described as the study of being as being as well as of the general properties of being, i.e. one and the like. 
(iii) Finally, the intelligibility of an object can be considered from the point of view of the very nature of the intellect’s understanding, i.e. of what makes the intellect capable of understanding. This road leads up to immateriality and so to identify the most intellible objects with immaterial objects. For the intellect is capable of understanding other things in that it is immaterial. Moreover, there must be some proportion between intellect and intelligible object. As a result, the intelligible object must be immaterial, for, otherwise, its materiality would not be compatible with the immateriality of the intellect. If it is true that the more an object is immaterial, the more it is intelligible, then separate substances turn out to be the most intelligible objects according to this understanding of intelligibility. For they are separate from matter both in understanding (they can be understood without making reference to matter) and in being (they are neither made of matter, nor do they exist in matter). This characterisation of metaphysics corresponds to Aristotle’s understanding in the second part of Met. E 1 (1026a6-32), where metaphysics is described as the study of the most eminent kind of substance, i.e. separate substances.
How accomodate the three aforementioned characterisations of metaphysics into one single science? First of all, Aquinas identifies (i) with (iii). Separate substances are the most universal causes of being and so the study of primary causes just is the study of separate substances. Second, Aquinas distinguishes between the things that are considered in some way or other by metaphysics and the proper subject of metaphysics. Being as being (and, secondarily, its general properties) is the proper subject of metaphysics, while separate substances, though being studied by metaphyics, are studied only because they bear a certain relationship to the subject of this science, i.e. in so far as they are the causes of being. This fact, however, does not rule against the scientific unity of metaphysics. For it is the task of one and the same science to study both a certain genus (and its general propeties) and the primary and universal causes thereof. Aquinas appeals to the parallel example of physics, which studies both natural body in general and the causes of natural body. Analogously, metaphysics studies both being as being, which is its proper subject, and the causes of being as being. In line with his standard doctrine, Thomas also mantains that being as being turns out to be the most intellegible object not only according to consideration (ii), i.e. with regard to universality, but also according to consideration (iii), i.e. with regard to immateriality. For to be separate from matter in understanding and being does not apply only to things that are necessarily immaterial, such as separate substances, but also to those that need not be immaterial, such as being as being. Interpreters usually distinguish in this context between a positive sense of “immaterial”, which applies to separate substances, and a negative or neutral sense, which applies to being as being.​[7]​ Aquinas’s introduction of a negative sense of “immaterial” is grounded on the thought that that in virtue of which something is a being, i.e. exists, is not that in virtue of which something is a particular kind of being. To come to the case at issue: that in virtue of which something is a being is not that in virtue of which something is a material being. Thus, a being, in so far as it is a being, need not be material. The use of the modal expression “need not be material” indicates that in our understanding of being, i.e. of what exists, there is at least implicit the possibility of there existing beings that are not material. No exclusion of positive immateriality, in other words, is contained in the notion of being as being.
From how Aquinas expresses himself in the preface, it might seem that the proper subject of metaphysics, being as being, is restricted to material being, i.e. material substances and their accidental properties: separate substances, i.e. God and intelligences, do not seem to fall within being as being and so are studied by metaphysics only in so far as they are the causes of being as being. This is certainly true of God, Who, according to Aquinas, falls outside the scope of being as being. God is certainly a being, is something that exists, but the way in which He exists is not assimilable to the way in which created beings exist. Thus, it is clear that being as being or common being is restricted to created being. The status of separate substances other than God, i.e. the intelligences or angels, is more ambiguous. In the preface Aquinas introduces them as the causes of being as being and so seems to exclude them from the scope of being as being as much he excludes God. This, however, should not probably be taken in the sense that separate intelligences totally fall outside the scope of being as being. On the contrary, since intelligences are created beings, they must fall within being as being. Aquinas’s thought, therefore, must rather be that some knowledge of separate substances is reached only later in the course of a metaphysical investigation. This squares with the view that the knowledge of the causes of the subject of a science must be posterior in time to that of the subject itself, even if some of such causes may, strictly speaking, fall within the subject. No knowledge of separate substances, in other words, is presupposed at the start of the metaphysical investigation. Upon reflection, this train of thought is also implicit in Aquinas’s characterisation of being as being as negatively immaterial: the notion of being does not exclude the existence of immaterial beings, but does not imply it, either. In itself, being need not be immaterial, but this does not mean that our enquiry into being presupposes our previous aquintance with some positive instances of immaterial beings.
Besides offering a clear presentation of Aquinas’s view on the subject of metaphysics, the preface is interesting also because it presupposes a certain understanding of the scientific status of metaphysics. As emerges, metaphysics studies three things: being as being, the general or per se properties of being and the primary and general causes of being. All such things are dealt with in one and the same science because it is the task of one and the same science to study a certain genus-subject, its properties and its causes. The scheme subjectum-passiones subjecti-principia subjecti which Aquinas employs to guarantee the scientific status of metaphysics is some sort of adaptation of the general model of science developed by Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics​[8]​. I say “adaptation” because on the Posterior Analytics model the principles of the subject are not beings or ontological principles, as they are in the commentary on the Metaphysics, but rather logical principles, i.e. the propositions from which certain conclusions can be derived. According to the Posterior Analytics, in other words, a science consists of three elements: the genus-subject, i.e. the domain of objects of which we prove certain properties to hold, the properties themselves that are proved to belong to the genus-subject through demonstration, and the propositions, be they proper to the genus in question or common to more than one genus, from which other and less general propositions can be derived.​[9]​ Thus, technically speaking, the principles of a certain science are general propositions. Upon reflection, however, the scheme Aquinas employs in the preface to the commentary on the Metaphysics is not extraneous to Aristotle’s model of science in the Posterior Analytics. For one thing, in An. Post. Α 2 (72b10-12) Aristotle employs the notion of cause in order to clarify that of scientific understanding: to know something scientifically clearly presupposes to know the cause in virtue of which something is the case. Admittedly, Aristotle may simply have in mind the point that the premisses of a syllogism are in some sense the causes of the conclusion and so may be referring once again to propositional principles alone to the exclusion of properly metaphysical principles. This, however, seems to be ruled out by his explicit attempt in Post. Anal., Book B, to integrate the theory of the four causes into his general model of demonstrative science. In B 11, for instance, he argues at length that each of the four kinds of cause (material, formal, efficient or final) can contribute to demonstrative science by figuring as the middle term of a scientific syllogism. Although the details of Aristotle’s argument are difficult and controversial, his point must be that, in general, a cause explains why the property that is said to belong to the subject in the conclusion of a syllogism must in fact belong to it. The explanation is provided by the middle term of the syllogism, which explains the predicative link obtaining between the subject and the predicate in the conclusion. What is more, the explanation may vary depending on the kind of cause (material, formal, efficient or final) that is relevant to explaining the conclusion that one intends to prove. Thus, the idea that the causes, including the agent or the final cause, may be considered to be scientific principles in some technical sense of “principle” is well in the front of Aristotle’s mind in the Posterior Analytics.​[10]​ Aquinas’s use, therefore, of the tripartite scheme subjectum-passiones subjecti-principia subjecti should be thought of as a conscious attempt to provide metaphysics with the status of a science along the lines of Aristotle’s model of scientific investigation. Of course, Aquinas is well aware of the fact that metaphysics is not always a demonstrative science and does not always proceed through syllogisms. However, from a structutal point of view, metaphysics is not so different from the special sciences Aristotle describes in the Posterior Analytics and exhibits the same tripartite structure as them. 

1.2. Metaphysics as the Science of Substance: the Analogy of Being
In presenting Aquinas’s view on the subject of metaphysics, I have described being as being as the genus-subject of metaphysics. “Genus-subject”, however, should be taken here in a loose sense, for Aquinas follows Aristotle in holding that being is not a genus. In his commentary on Met. Δ 7, for instance, Aquinas argues that being, what exists, is not divided into the ten categories in the way in which a genus is divided into its species.​[11]​ For a genus is divided into its species through specific differentiae. Being, however, cannot be divided into the ten categories thorugh specific differentiae. For a differentia is external to its genus, i.e. falls outside the essence of the genus it divides. Thus, if being were divided through differentiae, it should be divided through differentiae that fall outside the essence of being, i.e. through differentia that are not being. But this is impossible because nothing falls outside the essence of being. What falls outside the essence of being, in other words, is absolutely nothing. Therefore, being cannot be divided into the ten categories in the way a genus is divided into its species. While rejecting the genus model for the case of being, Aquinas also advances his positive solution to the problem of how being is divided.​[12]​ Being, Aquinas argues, is contracted to different kinds of being, i.e. to the different categories, according to different modes of predication, which in turn follow upon different modes of being. Intuitively, Aquinas’s idea is that being is divided immediately into different kinds of being, the ten categories. These different kinds of being are not external to being in that they represent different ways or modes in which things are beings, i.e. things exist. These different ways or modes can in turn be revealed through an analysis of the different modes of predication, i.e. of the different predicates we use when talking about things―substantial, qualitative, quantitative, relational predicates, and so on and so forth.
If being is not a genus, however, the problem arises of understanding how the different kinds of being, substance and the nine kinds of accident, can be studied by one and the same science. For in order for the different kinds of being to fall within the scope of one and the same scientific investigation, they must be connected in some relevant way and display some relevant relationship to one another. This problem is explicitly taken up by Aquinas when commenting on Met. Γ 2. As is known, in the chapter Aristotle introduces his theory of πρὸς ἕν or “focal meaning”.​[13]​ “Being” ―Aristotle says―is said in many ways, but always with reference to one principle: some things are called “beings” because they are substances, some others because they are affections of substances, some because they are processes towards substance, or corruptions or privations or qualities of substance, or productive or generative of substance or of the things which are said with reference to substance, or even negations, whether of these things or of substance itself. As the rest of the discussion makes clear, Aristotle’s long remark seems to contain two claims, a semantic claim and an ontological one. As for semantics, the point seems to be that “being” has different senses, a primary sense, which applies to substance, and a series of secondary senses, which apply to the entities in the accidental categories. All the secondary senses of “being” share their being applied only with reference to the primary sense of “being”, the sense which applies to substance. Thus, accidents are called “beings” only because the sense in which they are called “beings” make reference to that in which “being” is applied to substance. This semantic consideration is grounded on an ontological one. There are different modes of being, a primary mode, which belongs to substances, and a series of secondary modes, which belong to the entities falling under the accidental categories. What all the secondary modes of being have in common is the fact of bearing some relationship to the primary mode of being, the being of substances. Thus, the entities belonging to the secondary kinds of being are beings only because they bear some relationship to the beings that are substances. In other words, entities belonging to the accidental categories depend on substances for their very existence.
In his commentary on Γ 2, Aquinas expands on Aristotle’s twofold analysis. At the semantic level, Aquinas insists that “being” is predicated neither univocally nor purely equivocally, but analogically.​[14]​ A term―Aquinas further comments―can be predicated of many different things in different ways:​[15]​ (i) according to a fully identical definition and hence it is predicated univocally of the many things of which it is predicated, as “animal” is predicated of horses and cows; (ii) according to totally different definitions and then the term is predicated equivocally, as “dog” is predicated both of the star and the animal. Finally, a term can be predicated of many things according to definitions that are partly different and partly non-different; in this case the term will be predicated analogically or proportionally. The different definitions that characterize analogical predication are different because they involve different relationships, while they are non-different in that such relationships all make reference to one and the same thing. Aquinas speaks of “definitions” (rationes) but we can freely talk of “senses”: analogical terms are said of different things according to different senses, but all the different senses contain a reference to one and the same thing. Aquinas also remarks that, in the case of analogical predication, the thing to which all the different senses make reference is one in number and not only one in definition, as in the case with univocal predication.​[16]​ What Aquinas means becomes clearer if we examine his interpretation of one of the two examples Aristotle puts forward in order to explain analogical predication, i.e. “healthy”. For “healthy” is not said univocally of diet, medecine, urine and animal, but rather according to different senses. It is according to different senses of “healthy” that the diet, the medicine, the urine and the animal are healthy. However, all such senses contain a reference to one and the same thing, i.e. health: the diet is said to be healthy because it preserves health; medecine because it produces health and the urine because it is a sign of health. The animal, finally, is healthy because it possesses health. Moreover, it is one and the same health that the diet preserves, the medicine produces, the urine is a sign of and the animal possesses. In the case of analogical predication, therefore, all analogates are grouped together thanks to their relationship to one and the same thing. In the case of univocal predication, by contrast, all animals are called “animals” not with reference to one and the same thing, but simply because the same definition, the definition of “animal”, is truly predicated of all of them. Aquinas offers the same analysis of the other Aristotelian example of analogical predication, i.e. “medical”, which we may disregard here.​[17]​
 If we apply Aquinas’s treatment of analogy to the case of “being”, the result is that “being” is predicated of the things belonging to the different categories according to different senses. “Being” is predicated of substance in its primary sense, while it is predicated of all the other things according to secondary senses. All the secondary senses make reference, however, to the primary sense of “being”, the sense in which substances are beings. Since Aquinas talks both of being (ens) and existence (esse), his view seems also to imply that what it means for a substance to exist is not the same thing as what it means for each of the other kinds of thing to exist. Thus, also the “is” of existence has different senses when it is applied to things belonging to different categories: substance exists in the primary sense of “existing”, while all the other things exist in secondary senses. As Aquinas’s treatment of the case of being makes clear, the semantics of analogy is grounded on how things are in reality, i.e. on ontology. This point is made explicit towards the end of his treatment of the analogy of being. The different senses according to which “being” is predicated reflect different modes of being. More in particular, Aquinas observes that the different entities which Aristotle lists in Met. Γ 2 introduce four modes of being.​[18]​ 
1) The weakest mode of being is the being of privations and negations, which is purely mental. We call such forms of being beings of reason because our reason deals with them as if they were some beings by forming true affirmative and negative propositions about them. 
2) Very close to privations and negations are generations, corruptions and motions, which possess something of the character of privations and negations, as is testified to by Aristotle’s definition of motion as an imperfect actuality. 
3) The third mode of being is the being of accidental properties. Accidents have nothing of the character of not-being, but are still a weak form of being in that they exist in something else and not per se. 
4) Finally there comes the most perfect mode of being, which possesses an extra-mental existence totally unmixed with privation and negation, exists per se and hence is a firm and solid kind of being. 
The fourth kind of being is, of course, the being of substances with reference to which all the other beings can be said to be beings. Aquinas’s ontological reading of the analogy of being is also apparent in the way he assesses the case of “being” with respect to the other two examples of analogical term which Aristotle introduces in Γ 2. While the thing to which all the different senses of “health” make reference is an end or final cause (and the thing to which all the different senses of “medical” refer is an efficient cause),​[19]​ the thing to which all the different senses of “being” refer is a subject, i.e. substance.​[20]​ As is clear, the notion of subject point to some kind of ontological or existential dependence: all the other modes of being exist because they bear some relationship to substance, i.e. because they depend for their very being on the substance in which they exist in some way or other.
What does Aquinas’s discussion of the analogy of being tell us about the scope and status of metaphysics? At a very first level, it is clear that the analogy of being provides metaphysics with enough unity for it to qualify as a proper scientific investigation. For not only things that can be grouped together according to univocal predication are the object of one and the same science, but also those that can be grouped according to analogical predication. There is, however, one deeper conclusion to be drawn from Aquinas’s discussion of analogy. In some sense, metaphysics, in so far as it is the science of being as being, is the science of substance. This claim too can be read both at a semantic and at an ontological level. As to semantics, since “being” in the sense of “substance” is the primary sense of “being”, i.e. the sense with reference to which all the other senses of being are said, we can full understand what it means to be for the the things that are beings in the secondary senses of “being” only once we have understood what it means to be for the things that are beings in the primary sense of “being”. Once again, however, semantic facts are grounded on ontological facts. Since accidents are dependent modes of being and so are beings only because they bear some relationship to what is an independent mode of being, i.e. substance, we can fully understand what it is to be the kind of being that an accident is only once we have understood what it is to be the kind of being that a substance is. In other words, since accidents depend for their being on substances, a full understanding of accidents can be reached only through an understanding of the kind of being accidents depend upon. Thus, in some sense, the study of being as being reduces itself to the study of substance. For only through an understanding of substance can we have a full grasp of everything that there is.

1.3. Aquinas on the Structure of Aristotle’s Metaphysics 
Three main claims emerge from my previous discussion of Aquinas’s view on the object of metaphysics: (1) metaphysics is a scientific investigation to be conceived of according to the model subiectum, passiones subiecti, causae subiecti; (2) The subject of metaphysics is being as being, while separate substances are studied by metaphysics only in so far as they are the causes of being as being. One of them, i.e. God, falls altogether outside the scope of being as being, while the others, i.e. separate intelligences, while falling within being as being, are nonetheless considered at a second stage of the enquiry, i.e. only when the causes of being as being are sought for. (3) In some sense, the study of being as being reduces itself to the study of substance. Do these three claims affect Aquinas’s understanding of the structure of Aristotle’s Metaphysics? Yes indeed, they do. In this section I shall try to show how.​[21]​
If we look at Aquinas’s divisio textus, we shall see that the part of the Metaphysics which perfectly corresponds to the tripartite schema subiectum, passiones subiecti, causae subiecti is the second half, i.e. Books Ζ-Λ (VII-XII). This suggests that, according Aquinas, the metaphysical investigation proper is carried out in the second half of Aristotle’s book, while the first six books have, although in different ways, a preliminary character. As a matter of fact, the study of the subject of metaphysics, being as being, is conducted in Books Ζ and H, the per se properties of being are dealt with in Θ and Ι (Θ being devoted to potentiality and actuality, and Ι to the one and to related notions), while Κ and Λ take up the issue of separate substances.​[22]​ In the light of claim 3) above it is not surprising that the study of being should start with an analysis of substance, for the study of being in some sense reduces itself to the study of substance. Admittedly, the official beginning of Aristotle’s enquiry into being is Book Ε. However, it is not difficult to see that the book is still concerned with some prelimary issues. E 1, for instance, goes back to the division of the theoretical sciences and to the problem of the subject of metaphysics.​[23]​ Moreover, in E 2-4 Aristotle aims at further clarifying what we must understand when it is said that metaphysics deals with the notion of being. He distinguishes in particular four ways in which being can be understood―accidental being, being as true and false, being according to the ten categories, being as potentiality and actuality―in oder to make it clear that only being as divided according to the categories and being as potentiality and actuality will fall within the scope of the metaphysical investigation.​[24]​ Thus, Aristotle’s aim in Book E is to clear the ground from possible misunderstandings about the notion of being and to insist that it is extra-mental being and its properties that will be under scrutiny in the Metaphysics. 
As to the sense in which the first five books of the Metaphysics must be regarded as preliminary to the principal investigation, a good starting point is Aquinas’s reading of Book B.​[25]​ According to Thomas, Book B is a dialectical discussion of the main issues dealt with in the Metaphysics: Aristotle raises certain problems and then advances opposed solutions without committing himself to any view in particular. Thus, Book B is a sort of map of or agenda for the Metaphysics. Aquinas splits up the issues raised in B into two main categories, i.e. issues related to metaphysics as a science and issues related to the contents of the metaphysical investigation.​[26]​ The latter group comprises some major metaphysical questions which will be tackled in the second half of the Metaphysics, while the former group of issues are somehow preliminary, having to do with the status and scope of metaphysics. Thus, they are taken up in Book Γ, where Aristotle describes metaphysics as the science of being as being and explains why it must be regarded as a unitary discipline. Book Γ, therefore, is still preliminary in that it is occupied with some general problems concerning the scientific status of metaphysics. In this perspective we can understand why Book Δ is preliminary as well. Book Δ is a sophisticated philosophical dictionary where Aristotle lays down and discusses the different meanings and uses of the terms we employ when doing meatphysics, with particular, if not exclusive, reference to the problems dealt with in the main part of the Metaphysics, i.e. Books Ζ-Λ. Therefore, Book Δ constitutes a particularly appropriate introduction to the main metaphysical investigation in that the discussion of substances, their properties and causes presupposes a previous grasp of the central notions that we employ in metaphysics.​[27]​ As to Book Α and α, their introductory character is uncontroversial, as is already suggested by their position at the beginning of the Metaphysics. In conclusion, the first six books are all preliminary to the main metaphysical investigation, although their function in the economy and structure of the Metaphysics is clearly different from one book to another.
There is one final and important aspect of Aquinas’s understanding of the structure of the Metaphysics which is worth mentioning. When presenting the internal articulation of the second half of the Metaphysics, i.e. Books Ζ-Λ, Thomas puts emphasis on the central role played by Books Ζ and Η and comparatively downplays the importance of Books Κ and Λ. Thus, the analysis of sensible substances and their structure which Aristotle accomplishes in Books Ζ and Η is, according to Aquinas, the theoretical core of the Metaphysics. Why is this so? My suggestion is that this has to do with Aquinas’s view on the subject of metaphysics, as expressed in claims (2) and (3) above. Separate substances are studied by metaphysics not as the main object of enquiry but only in so far as they are the universal causes of the main object of enquiry, i.e. being as being. Thus, separate substances are arrived at only later in the course of the metaphysical enquiry, that is only when the notion of being is sufficiently clarified and we set out to look for the causes of being. Now, we have also seen that, for Aquinas, the study of being as being in some sense reduces itself to the study of substance. But it is not built into the very notion of substance that there actually are separate substances. Our notion of substance, as well as our notion of being, does not rule out that separate substances in fact exist, but this is something which we must discover only as the equiry into being proceeds. So, we had better start our analysis of being with sensible substances. This point is clearly in agreement with the general scientific methodology Aristotle often recommends: we always start an enquiry from the things we are more familiar with to move then on to those that are less known to us.​[28]​ And separate substances are less known to us than the things of which they are the causes, i.e. sensible substances. All these considerations explain why the analysis of sensible substances which Aristotle carries out in Z and H is the place where the notion of being as being is chiefly clarified. 
There is an additional problem for Aquinas. His idea is that metaphysics is a general science, namely a science that studies being in general and not a particular kind of being. Separate substances, however, are instances of a particular kind of being. It is true that, unlike God, intelligences or angels fall within the scope of being as being, However, they do so only qua beings and not qua the particular kind of being they are. So why the Metaphysics should present a specific treatment of separate substances? In his commentaries on Books K and Λ, Aquinas appeals to the idea of completeness.​[29]​ If metaphysics did not study separate substances, they would be left completely uninvestigated, because, clearly, none of the special sciences could include them in their domain of enquiry. Aquinas’s remarks do not imply any idea of value. On the contrary, he insists that the study of separate substances is the goal of metaphysics and so of all human cognition. His point is rather that Books K and Λ completes the investigation into substance by studying the highest and most eminent kind of substance. However, the study of separate substances cannot be the place where the notion of being as being is properly investigated. For, when taken as a particular kind of being and not as instances of being in general, separate substance are only the causes of being in general and so are a secondary object of study for the metaphysician. And it is as a particular kind of being that they are dealt with in Books K and Λ.

II. The Theory of Sensible Substance: Some Major Themes

2.1. The Fundamental Agreement Between the Categories and the Metaphsyics
As we have seen, Aquinas’s view on the object of the metaphysics pushes him to regard the study of sensible substance carried out in the so-called central books (Ζ-Η-Θ) as the theoretical core of the metaphysical investigation. One of the main interpretative problems concerning Aristotle’s ontology in the central books is the question whether the Metaphysics marks a major departure from the ontology sketched out in the Categories.​[30]​ The nature of the problem can be outlined in the following terms. In the Categories, ordinary particular objects, things such as individual men and horses, are called “primary substances”.​[31]​ Being a primary substance means to be a basic or fundamental entity, i.e. the kind of entity on whose existence the existence of everything else rests. Aristotle’s intuition in the Categories is that ordinary particular objects are primary in that they ground the existence of all the other kinds of things.​[32]​ Accidents, be they universal or particular, exist because they inhere in primary substances, i.e. because they are properties of primary substances. Substantial universals, i.e. species and genera, exist, but they do so only because they are essentially predicated of primary substances. Ordinary particular objects are primary also in the sense that they are unanalysed wholes, i.e. they cannot be analysed into ontological constituents and so into entities that may be regarded as more fundamental than them.
The central books of the Metaphysics present us with a different picture. In the Metaphysics framework, particular sensible objects are no longer unanalysed wholes, but are viewed as composites of matter and form. Thus, in the Metaphysics there are some ontological constituents in terms of which individual sensible objects can be analysed, i.e. their matter and form. This immediately raises the question as to whether the constituents in terms of which sensible objects can be analysed lay better claims than sensible objects themselves to being called primary substances. In several passages in the central books Aristotle defends the view that the form of sensible objects is their substance.​[33]​ Occasianally, form is also labelled “primary substance”.​[34]​ The question might be raised, therefore, as to whether these claims simply amount to saying that form replaces the sensible objects of which it is the form in the role of primary substances the Categories assigns to them. One reason why we may wish to endorse this view is the following. If form is the substance of sensible objects, it must be so because it is the ontological constituent that explains why sensible objects are substances. But then, if form explains why sensible objects are substances, it must be for this very reason more substance than the sensible objects whose substantiality it explains. For, in general, what explains the character of something must possess that character to a higher degree. This view presupposes that forms and sensible objects, i.e. composites of matter and form, be substances in the very same sense of “substance”. More precisely, it pressuposes that there be only one sense of “substance”, which applies primarily to forms in virtue of their explanatory function and only secondarily to the composites of matter and form. Endorsing this view implies also disregarding as inessential some important differences between the way in which forms and sensible objects exist, such as the fact that sensible objects exist independently, while the forms of sensible objects do no exist independently, because they only exist in matter. I have argued elsewhere that Averroes endorses this line of argument and draws the conclusion that, in the Metaphysics, form replaces sensible objects in the role of primary substances that the Categories assigns to them.​[35]​
It is perfectly clear, by contrast, that Aquinas rejects this line of argument. For him, sensible objects remain primary substances even within the Metaphysics hylomorphic framework. The main reason why Thomas takes this position is that he regards independent existence as one of the distinguishing marks of substantiality. Form may well explain why sensible objects are substances but this fact alone does not promote it to the role of primary substance. For the form of sensible objects is a dependent entity in so far as it needs something else, i.e. matter, to exist as an independent object, while individual sensible objects need nothing else (at least, within the domain of created beings) in order to exist. In direct opposition to Averroes’s view, Aquinas consequently distinguishes between two senses of substance, i.e. “substance” in the absolute sense and “substance” in the sense of “the substance of”. He also maitains that the absolute sense of substance is more significant than the “substance of” sense when it comes to adjudicating on primary substantiality. Sensible objects, which are composites of matter and form, are substances in the absolute sense, i.e. autonomous and independent objects. The forms of sensible objects, by contrast, are not substances in the absolute sense, i.e. are not autonomous and independent objects, but are simply the substance of sensible objects, the kind of ontological constituent or principle that explains the fundamental character of sensible objects. To be an explanatory principle, however, is not to be a substance in the same sense as and on par with the objects of which the principle is a principle. Forms lack independent existence and this is enough for them not to qualify as substances in the absolute sense of the term. In more general terms, what Aquinas comes down to saying is that the question of substantiality is solved once and for all in the Categories: individual sensible objects are primay substances. With respect to this conclusion, the Metaphysics only introduces a further level of analysis by raising the question as to which constituent of sensible objects explains their substantiality. But this question is not supposed to re-open the issue of substantiality in the absolute sense. For the constituents of sensible objects lack independent existence and so cannot count as primary substances in the absolute sense of the term.
Aquinas’s strategy is best understood when seen at work. In Met. Z 3, Aristotle explores the suggestion that matter may be primary substance. This conclusion results from a difficult argument―known in the literature as “stripping-away” argument―which pushes to the extreme the notion of subjecthood.​[36]​ According to the argument, matter counts as primary substance because it is what underlies all the properties of a sensible object, what, in other words, we are left with once all the properties of an object are stripped off. Aquinas understands the argument in terms of predication: accidents are (accidentally) predicated of the individual sensible substance and form is (accidentally) predicated of matter. Matter, therefore, is the ultimate subject, what underlies all the properties of an object. For Aquinas, the argument, as it stands, is flawed. For the subject of accidental properties is not matter, but rather the sensible object, the composite of matter and form. Thus, transitivity does not apply: from the fact that the sensible object underlies accidents and matter underlies form we cannot conclude that matter underlies everything. This, however, is not the aspect of Aquinas’s reasoning I am most interested in. For, whether it is the ultimate subject or not―Aquinas argues―matter cannot be primary substance. For it does not meet two important requirements for something to count as a primary substance: being separable and being a τόδε τι (hoc aliquid).​[37]​ Although Aquinas employs the notions of separation, being separable and the like in different senses, in this instance being separable simply amounts to being an autonomous and independent object. Neither matter nor form are autonomous and independent objects and hence neither of them count as primary substance according to the separability requirement. Only the composite of matter and form is an autonomous and independent object and so only the composite, the sensible object, counts as a primary substance according to the separability requirement. Analogous conclusions can be reached by looking at the τόδε τι requirement. From Aquinas’s treatment of the notion of τόδε τι outside the commentary on the Metaphysics it clearly emerges that to be a τόδε τι involves two things: (i) being capable of subsisting per se; (ii) being a complete and full-fledged member of a certain species.​[38]​ Condition (i) is nothing but separability, i.e. being an autonomous and independent object. It is clear, therefore, that neither matter nor form satisfy condition (i). It is also clear, however, that they do not satisfy condition (ii), either. For neither matter nor form are complete and full-fledged members of a natural species. For matter and form are only parts or constituents of a full-fledged member of a natural species.​[39]​ In this case as well, only the composite of matter and form satisfies condition (ii): only the composite is a complete individual belonging to a natural kind.
The outcome of Aquinas’s reasoning is that neither matter nor form count as primary substances in that neither of them is separable and τόδε τι. It is interesting to note that, although Aquinas’s observations are mainly directed to reject matter’s claim to primary substantiality, they apply to form as well. Certainly, form is not a par with matter because it is the constituent of sensible objects that explains their substantiality and so can be rightly called the substance of sensible objects―a title matter cannot aspire to. Thus, form, and not matter, is that in virtue of which a sensible object is both separable and a τόδε τι. Nonetheless, form is not an automous and independent object and so, exactly like matter, it is not a substance in the absolute sense of the term. This is in some sense the central tenet of Aquinas’s understanding of Aristotle’s theory of substance.

2.2. The Essence and Definition of Sensible Substances
Aquinas’s preference for the composite of matter and form is also apparent in his treatment of the issue of the essence and definition of sensible substances.​[40]​ In a famous digression within his commentary on Book Z, Thomas presents two different positions concerning the essence and definition of sensible objects.​[41]​ According to one view, the essence and definition of sensible objects only contain their form to the exclusion of any material characteristics. Aquinas attributes the view in question to Averroes and some of his followers.​[42]​ I have argue elsewhere that this attribution is correct, at least in so far as Averroes is concerned.​[43]​ Thomas also describes this first position in more technical terms by having recourse to the distinction between forma partis (the standard Aristotelian form, e.g. the soul of a human being) and forma totius (the essence, e.g. the humanity in virtue of which a human being is a human being): the position in question―Aquinas observes―implies that forma partis and forma totius are really, i.e. mind-independently, identical and only conceptually distinct. Aquinas’s point can be presented in a more intuitive way. There are two things about an individual sensible object that we need to explain: one is that the matter of the object, which is in itself a potential being, is an actual being, i.e. an actually and independently existing object; the other is the the individual object as a whole belongs to a certain natural kind. The position that Aquinas is presenting holds that these two facts are not explained by two different principles of the object, but rather by one and the same principle. It is the form of the sensible object, form as opposed to matter, that accounts both for the fact that matter is an actual being and for the further fact that the individual sensible object as a whole belongs to a natural kind. At most, we are entitled to speak of different functions―turning matter into an actual being and placing the object in a natural kind―played by one and the same principle, and in this sense we can also speak of a conceptual distinction between forma partis and forma totius. Independently of our conceptual apparatus, however, there is one and only one principle in reality accounting for the facts to be explained.
After Averroes’s position, Aquinas introduces the view he himself is willing to endorse, according to which both form and matter are part of the essence and definition of sensible substances.​[44]​ As is known, Aquinas’s view is not that the matter of this or that particular object, i.e. what may be called “individual matter”, belongs to its essence and so is mentioned in its definition. What figures in the essence and definition of sensible objects is rather the kind of matter that characterizes a certain natural species, the so-called “common matter”, the matter that all individuals of a certain species share. If the matter of human beings, for instance, is flesh and bones, the matter that figures in the essence and definition of human beings will be flesh and bones in general and not the particular flesh and bones of this or that individual human being. In direct opposition to Averroes’s view, Aquinas’s position implies a mind-independent distinction between forma partis and forma totius. The fact that matter is an actual individual and the further fact that the individual itself belongs to a natural kind are explained by two distinct principles: form accounts for matter’s being an actual individual, while essence, which cotains common matter in addition to form, explains why the individual as a whole belongs to a natural kind. Besides being Avicenna’s position―Aquinas remarks―the second view is also Aristotle’s view in the Metaphysics.​[45]​
Aquinas’s motivations for attributing this view to Aristotle emerge if we consider the text he quotes in support of his view, i.e. Met. E 1.​[46]​ The passage is part of a series of texts, both within and outside the Metaphysics, where Aristotle seems to contrast natural with mathematical objects on the grounds that the former are, while the latter are not, essentially material.​[47]​ Sensible substances are natural objects and so are essentially material​[48]​. Matter, therefore, must be mentioned in their definition because the definition of substances perfectly reflects the content of their essence, without adding or leaving out anything. What both Aquinas and Aristotle seem to have in mind is the following general idea. A geometrical form can be realized in more than one kind of sensible matter: the form of the circle, for instance, can indifferently be realized in iron, wood, bronze and so on. The form of a natural object by contrast can be realized, of necessity, only in one kind of sensible material: the form of human beings, for instance, can be realized only in flesh and bones. As modern philosophers sometimes put it, geometrical objects are “compositionally plastic”, i.e. can be realized in many types of material, while natural objects are “compositionally rigid”, i.e. can be realized in only one kind of material. The idea, therefore, is that this intrinsic difference between geometrical and natural objects must be reflected in their definition: geometrical objects do not have sensible matter in their definition, while natural objects do. Since both Aristotle and Aquinas distinguish between necessary and essential by maintaining that there are necessary features of a thing that are not essential, it is important to stress that the compositional rigidity of natural objects is a matter of essence, i.e. directly flows from the very nature of such objects and of their forms​[49]​. This is the reason why the kind of sensible matter that characterizes a certain species of sensible substance must be mentioned in its definition.​[50]​   
Clearly, Aquinas’s view on essence and definition is perfectly in keeping with his general understanding of Aristotle’s theory of substance. Since it is composites of matter and form that are primary substances, it is composites of matter and form that we primarily define. For definability is one of the hallmarks of substantiality. What is more, since composites of matter and form are essentially material, their definition must mention both their form and their (common) matter.

2.3. The Nature of Accidents
Besides discussing the nature and structure of sensible substances, in his commentary on the Metaphysics Aquinas deals at some length also with the problem of the relationship between substances and their accidental properties as well as with the nature of accidents.​[51]​ Generally speaking, we can say that Aquinas defends two claims about the ontological status of accidents: (1) accidents depend existentially on substances, i.e. depend on substances for their very existence in that they inhere in substances; (2) accidents depend also essentially on substances, i.e. the essence of a certain kind of accident depend on the kind of substance the accident invariably inheres in. In this section, I shall present briefly each of these claims and then draw some general conclusions about Aquinas’s view on the nature of accidents. My final observations are mainly designed to prevent a deflationary (and mistaken) reading of what Aquinas has to say about the ontological status of accidents.
Claim (1) can be further specified by saying that, according Aquinas, accidents are ontologically equivalent to accidental composites, that is from the point of view of its concrete existence an accident is nothing but an accidental composite. An accidental composite is a composite of a substance and an accident: the accidental composite white man, for instance, is a composite of the accident white and the substance man. Aquinas’s claim, therefore, is that in their concrete existence accidents are things like white man, composites of a substance and an accident. This claim is consistently defended throughout Aquinas’s commentary on Met. Z 4-5.​[52]​ To say that an accident is ontologically equivalent to an accidental composite is, first of all, a claim about individual accidents. Like many other medieval philosophers, Aquinas holds the view that accidents are made individual by their bearers: what makes an individual accident the individual accident it is, is the individual substance in which it inheres. Thus, Socrates’ paleness, to take a classic example, is the particular paleness it is because it inheres in Socrates and is consequently distinct from Plato’s paleness because it inhere in Socrates and not in Plato. As a result, Socrates’ paleness cannot and could not possibly be had by any other substance, even though other substances may have exactly the same shade of colour as Socrates: Plato’s paleness may be of exactly the same shade of colour as Socrates’, but cannot be numerically the same as it. Thus, at a first level, Aquinas’s claim turns out to amount to the view that, in its concrete existence, a particular accident is nothing but that particular accident in the particular substance in which it exists.
The radical dependence of accidents on substances does not only concern the level of individuals but also that of kinds, i.e. of universals. It is not only the case that a particular accident is bound up with the particular substance it inheres in, but it is also the case that a certain kind of accident invariably inheres in a particular kind of substance. In Met. Z 5 Aristotle discusses the difficulties arising with a particular category of accidents, that is the so-called “coupled accidents”, accidents, in other words, that seem to have built into themselves a reference to the kind of substance they invariably inhere in. Snub is Aristotle’s standard example of a coupled accident: it is only a nose that can be snub and being snubness is a particular shape of noses. In his treatment of accidents, Aquinas follows very closely Aristotle in maitaining that, once the proper subject of inherence is specified, all accidents are coupled accidents, are things like snub.​[53]​ Many accidents may seem to be different from snub and the like because we do not restrict the application of the corresponding predicate to one particular kind of subject: we say, for instance, that many kinds of things are white and so white may seem to be an accident which is not bound up with one particular kind of substance. This usage, however, is improper and derivative, and finally only imputable to linguistic practice. At a closer inspection, when we consider the true nature of things and we single out the proper subject of inherence for white, say surface, white is like snub in invariably inhering in only one kind of accident.
Like Aristotle, Aquinas interprets the dependence at the level of kinds as an essential dependence (Claim (2) above).​[54]​ Accidents―Aquinas remarks echoing Aristotle’s text―either do not have an essence at all or, if they have one, they have a secondary and derivative essence as compared to the essence of substances.​[55]​ The two formulations come to the same thing and emphasize the fact that accidents have a dependent kind of essence, just as they depend existentially on the substances they inhere in. The essential dependence of accidents on substances is brought out by the analysis of the definition of accidents. In keeping with Aristotle’s doctrine in Met. Z 4-5, Aquinas maintains that, unlike the definitions of substances, the definitions of accidents are “by addition”: the definitions of accidents, in other words, include a reference to something external to the accident, i.e. the kind of substance the accident in question invariably inheres in.​[56]​ Aquinas is clear enough that the subject that is mentioned in the definition of accidents is not part of their essence.​[57]​ However, he also insists that we could not grasp the essence of an accident, we could not understand what an accident is, without also taking into account the subject it inheres in. But why?
The answer lies in Aquinas’s explanation of what it means for an entity to have an essence. In his commentary on Met. Z 4, Thomas rejects a purely logical understanding of the notion of essence.​[58]​ The main idea behind the logical understanding is that, just as substances have names and formulae explaining the meaning of their names, so accidents have names and formulae explaining the meaning of such names. Accidents, therefore, are definable just as substances are, and so should have an essence, just as substances do. One general problem with this understanding of essence is that it compels us to posit an essence for all things possessing a meaningful name and a formula explaining the meaning of that name. But this can hardly be a reasonable conception of essence. For there are many things possessing a meaningful name, which nonetheless lack unity and so are not instances of natures or kinds. And being an instance of a nature or kind seems to be what having an essence precisely consists in. According to the logical understanding of essence, for instance, the Trojan War has an essence, because it has a name, “Iliad”, and a formula explaining the meaning of the name, i.e. Homer’s poem.​[59]​ The great number of people, actions and events that constitute the Trojan War, however, do not represent one single nature and so can hardly count among the things that have a genuine essence. More relevantly for the case of accidents, the logical approach does not enable us to distinguish between primary and secondary essences―which can be done only by introducing ontological considerations, i.e. only by looking at the nature of things and the way they exist. A definition of an accident that does not mention the kind of substance it inheres in does not reflect the real nature of the accident; nor does it take account of the way accidents exist. The fact that accidents exist in substances and existentially depend on them is corresponded to by some kind of essential dependence of accidents on substances. The essences of accidents, in other words, are dependent essences. Thus, the essence of a certain accident, although being distinct from the essence of its proper subject, cannot be grasped without taking into account the subject itself, i.e. without bringing into light the accident’s essential dependence on substances. This is the reason why the subject must be mentioned in the definition of accidents.
I wish to end this section by making some final considerations about Aquinas’s view on accidents and in particular about his claim that accidents are in some sense ontologically equivalent to accidental composites. Aquinas’s claim should not be taken in an deflationary, let alone in an eliminativist, sense, as if Thomas’s intent were to eliminate accidents from the ontology. As emerges from Aquinas’s commentary on Met. Δ 7, Aristotle’s chapter on the meaning of “being”, Aquinas takes the ten categories (with the possible exception of some relations) to introduce ten mind-independent kinds of being.​[60]​ This thought is reinforced by the claim I have already alluded to that the essence of a certain kind of accident is distinct from that of its proper subject of inherence. Admittedly, Aquinas explicitly states that, if an accident has an essence, it has that of the corresponding accidental composite.​[61]​ But I take this to be a strongly-worded way of pressing the point that the essence of an accident cannot be grasped separately from the kind of subject it inheres in. The same is true of the existential counterpart of Aquinas’s claim, i.e. the claim that an accident always exists as an accidental composite. In this case as well, the accidental composite is a thing composed of two distinct natures, that of the substance and that of the accident, none of which can be altogether eliminated. This point too, it seems to me, is confirmed by Aquinas’s commentary on Met. Δ and in particular by his analysis of Ch. 6, Aristotle’s explanation of the different meaning of “one”. As is known, Aristotle distinguishes in the chapter between things that are one per se and things that are only accidentally one.​[62]​ Accidental composites, i.e. things resulting from an accident’s inhering in a substance, are standard examples of accidental unities. As Aquinas clearly implies, the main reason why an accidental composite lacks per se unity is that it is composed of two distinct natures, i.e. is the result of two simple things of different natures.​[63]​ This further confirms that substances and accidents are irriducible kinds of being. In conclusion, to emphasize the radical dependence of accidents on substances does not imply for Aquinas to deny the ontological distinctness of these two kinds of entities.

2.4. Avicenna, Averroes and the Essence-Existence Distinction
As I have said in the Introduction, Aquinas’s commentary on the Metaphysics is rather Aristotelian in character, that is, it makes use of typical Aristotelian notions without introducing any external doctrine or conceptual scheme. One particularly striking absence is Avicenna’s doctrine of essence. Only in one place does Aquinas put to significant use Avicenna’s distinction between the essence in itself and its different modes of existence, i.e. in interpreting Aristotle’s claim in Met. Z 13 that no universal is substance.​[64]​ Aquinas remarks that “universal” can be taken in two ways. (i) In one way it refers to the nature upon which the intellect confers universality. Taken in this way, universals, e.g. human being or animal, are the natures of the extra-mental things of which they are predicated. (ii) In another way, “universal” can refer to the universal qua universal, i.e. to the nature in so far as it is subject to universality and so bears a uniform relationship to all the things falling under it. Taken in this second way, universals are not the natures of the things falling under them. Aquinas’s distinction should be read in the light of Avicenna’s doctrine of essence, according to which an essence in itself is neither universal nor particular, but acquires one property or the other depending on the different modes of existence it assumes.​[65]​ An essence becomes universal in the intellect, where it exists as a universal concept representing all the individuals of a certain species or genus, while it becomes particular in the extra-mental world, where it exist in particulars. Thus, Aquinas’s point seems to be that, when taken as the nature of extra-mental particulars, an essence is not universal. For it is universal only in the intellect, where it exists as a universal concept.​[66]​ What is more, the essence of particulars does not exist separate from them but rather in them. Plato’s mistake, which Aristotle intends to correct in the Metaphysics, consisted precisely in supposing that universals qua universals could exist outside the mind, while they exist as such only in the mind.​[67]​ Consequently, he conceived of the nature of sensible things as separate entities over and above the particulars of which they are the natures. In other words, Plato did not distinguish between the two senses in which the word “universal” can be understood and ended up attributing to the essence as it exists extra-mentally characteristics it possesses only when existing in the mind.. In the passage at issue, Aquinas says nothing about the relationship between extra-mental particulars and the natures existing in them: he does not explain, in other words, whether the essences of extra-mental things are fully identical with them or not. He contents himself with employing Avicena’s conceptual machinery to reject Plato’s position.
Apart from this brief passage, Avicenna’s doctrine of essence does not play any significant role in Aquinas’s understanding of Aristotle’s doctrine of substance. There is, however, one famous passage in Aquinas’s commentary on Met. Γ, where he strongly criticizes Avicenna’s way of conceiving of the distinction between essence and existence (and extra-mental existence in particular).​[68]​ Thomas’s criticism arises in the context of Aristotle’s discussion of the signification of “being” and “one”.​[69]​ According to Avicenna―Aquinas alleges―both “being” and “one” do not signify the essence of extra-mental things, but rather something added to the essence, i.e. an accident of the essence.​[70]​ Presumably, Aquinas is here referring to Avicenna’s treatement of three crucial transcendental notions, thing, existent and one. To be a thing means to have an essence, to be something possessing an essence. Thus, the doctrine Aquinas is crediting Avicenna with is that to have an essence and to be existent are only accidentally related as much as are accidentally related to have an essence and to be one.​[71]​ After levelling his general criticism, Aquinas examines the two parts of Avicenna’s doctrine separately:​[72]​ for one thing, Avicenna misconceives the relationship between essence and existence in each created thing; for another, he misunderstands also the relationship between essence and unity. According to the Dominican Master, the second mistake presupposes a certain confusion between one taken as a transcendental, which is not accidentally related to the essence of things, and one as the principle of number, which is a quantity and so is just an accident of the things it belongs to.​[73]​ For lack of space, I shall focus here exclusively on the essence-existence distinction.
Aquinas reproaches Avicenna for maintaining that the existence of an extra-mental thing is added to its essence in the manner of an accident. In reply, Aquinas advances his own understanding of the essence-existence distinction according to which the existence of a thing is really (i.e. mind-independently) distinct from its essence, but is not added to the essence in the manner of an accident: the existence of a thing is something somehow constituted by the principles of the essence.​[74]​ Although Aquinas’s remark may be useful to clarify his own reading of the essence-existence distinction, it cannot be taken as a correct intepretation of Avicenna’s way of construing the distinction. Let me first explain this latter point. Probably, the source of the misunderstanding Aquinas is victim of is Averroes’s Long Commentary on the Metaphysics. In some texts, Averroes addresses to Avicenna the same criticisms as we find in Aquinas’s Sententia super Metaphysicam: the basic idea is that both existence and unity are accidents of a thing’s essence.​[75]​ But at least in so far as the essence-existence distinction is concerned, Averroes cannot be right. The mistake which both Averroes and Aquinas incur stems from not clearly distinguishing two senses of “accident” and “accidental”: “accidental” in the strict sense, i.e. “accidental” in the sense of “contingent” as opposed to “necessary”, and “accidental” in the broad sense, i.e. “accidental” in the sense of “non-essential” as opposed to “essential”. According to the strict sense, all the necessaries properties of a thing are not accidental, while according to the broad sense, some necessary properties of a thing may turn out to be non-essential and so accidental. Now, when Avicenna says that the existence of a thing is accidental to its essence, what he means is that the existence of a thing falls outside its essence.​[76]​ It is not build into the essence of a thing that it exists. In saying so, Avicenna is taking “accidental” in the broad sense, as opposed to “essential”. In all likelihood, however, he does not want to imply that existence is also an accident in the strict sense of the term. For he maintains that an essence must always exist in some way or other: essences, in other words, either exist mentally or extramentally. So, mental and extra-mental existence are disjunctively necessary properties of an essence and not mere accidents thereof. Probably, however, we can even go farther than that. For Avicenna seems to have subscribed to some version of the principle of plenitude, according to which all genuine possibilities must be realized at some time or other. Since essences are genuine possibilities, there is a sense in which a genuine essence must exist extra-mentally at some time or other.​[77]​ Therefore, in no sense can existence be conceived of as a mere accident of an essence. Averroes may have had polemical reasons to misdescribe Avicenna’s position. Not so Aquinas, who is generally in agreement with Avicenna’s doctrine of essence. The most likely possibility is that the Dominican Master is here mislead by Averroes’s remark.
Though being philologically incorrect, Aquinas’s remark sheds some light on the way he himself construes the essence-existence distinction. Thomas says that existence, although being mind-independently distinct from essence, is something somehow constituted by the principles of the essence. What Aquinas means is that to exist for some thing is just to actualize a certain possible way of existing: to exist for a human being is to actualize the way of existence which is proper to human beings, i.e. to exist as a human being. In some sense, therefore, the essence determines the way in which a thing exists, if it exists, and existing is just the actualization of this way of existing. Of course, we must distinguish within a certain thing the essence-principle from the existence-principle, for the existence of any created thing is not included in its essence, but rather falls outside it. However, essence and existence are not related as a thing and its accidents, but rather as potentiality and actuality. And the relationship between potentiality and actuality is not merely accidental, in that existing in actuality is just realizing a certain way of existing in potentiality and hence does not amount to an addition of a property. 

III. Beyond Sensible Substances

3.1. Aquinas on Metaphysics Lambda
As we have seen, for Aquinas Κ and Λ are the books of the Metaphysics specifically devoted to the study of separate substances. As a matter of fact, Κ is not so much about separate substances, but is a rather miscellaneous book which assembles material from Books Β and Δ of the Metaphysics and from Books Β, Γ and Ε of the Physics. This has led some modern scholars to raise doubts about its authenticity. Without going as far as that, Aquinas recognizes the peculiar character of the book by observing that it is a sort of résumé of various topics one should deals with as a preliminary to the study of substance.​[78]​ In particular, on Aquinas understanding, the book recalls: (i) some of Book Β’s aporiae (with regard to both metaphysics as a scientific investigation and the contents of the investigation); (ii) Book Γ’s solutions to the aporiae concerning the scientific status of metaphysics; (iii) the discussions of accident, motion, infinity presented partly in Books α and Ε of the Metaphysics and partly in Book Γ of the Physics.​[79]​ Thus, for Aquinas as well, it is strictly speaking Book Λ that offers a full treatment of the topic of separate substances.
Aquinas has also some interesting observations to make about the internal structure of Λ’s argument. According to modern interpreters, Book Λ was not intended to be the final treatise of the Metaphysics as it has come down to us, but rather a short and independent treatment of the topic of substance, which focuses on two main topics: how many kinds of substance (sensible and corruptible, sensible and incorruptible, insensible and incorruptible) there are and whether the principles of all substances are the same or different.​[80]​ The nature of the book is revealed, modern interpreters insist, by the consideration that the first five chapters of the Book cover exactly the same ground as Met. Ζ and Η, i.e. the analysis of sensible substances, while it is only in the last five chapters that Aristotle sets out to talk about separate substances. Book Λ, in other words, was intended to be a complete treatment of the nature of substances and their principles. As I said in the Introduction, Aquinas offers a very systematic reading of the Metaphysics. For him, the Metaphysics is a well-ordered and systematic treatise, where each book finds its place within the general argumentative structure. Endorsing this point of view, however, does not prevent him from making some insightful observations about Aristotle’s strategy. Book Λ is a case in point. Aquinas remarks in fact that in Chs. 1-5 Aristotle does nothing but recall, in a concise form, the main achievements of his treatment of substance in Met. Ζ and Η as well as some important points from Books Ε and Ζ of the Physics.​[81]​ It is only with Ch. 6 that Aristotle starts enquiring into the nature of separate substances. Thus, for Aquinas too, Aristotle’s treatment of separate substances, Aristotle’s theology, is very short indeed.
I have also said that Aquinas’s exposition of Λ 6-10 is a good test-case to weigh up the Dominican Master’s attitude towards Aristotle in the Sententia super Metaphysicam. More than one time in this section Aquinas breaks the flow of his linear explanation of the text to introduce some words of qualification concerning the assumptions from which Aristotle moves. Let me give three examples. In Λ 7, Aristotle establishes that the Prime Mover moves as an object of thought and intellectual desire.​[82]​ On this basis, he further concludes that the first moved body, i.e. the heaven, must think of and desire the Prime Mover.​[83]​ Aquinas observes that this conclusion only follows from Aristotle’s assumption that the heaven is an animated body, capable of thought and desire―an assumption which Aquinas usually rejects.​[84]​ Analogously, in Λ 8, Aristotle establishes the number of secondary movers (the angels on Aquinas’s understanding) on the basis of the number of planetary and celestial motions to be accounted for. Athough Aquinas does not entirely rejct this procedure, he regards it as insufficient and to some extent misguided. There can be in fact higher rank separate substances, which are not the final causes of any celestial body. After all, Aquinas remarks, separate substance do not exist for the sake of corporeal substances, but it is rather corporeal substances that exist for the sake of separate ones.​[85]​
Examples of Aquinas’s qualifications and corrections could be multiplied. By far the most important are Aquinas’s comments on Aristotle’s proof of the existence of a Prime Mover in Met. Λ 6. The proof, as Aquinas himself recongnizes, closely follows the one Aristotle provides in Book Θ of the Physics. It hinges upon the idea that, since the primary motion, the motion of the heaven, is continuous and eternal, it can be accounted for only by an eternal moving cause, unmixed with potentiality. From the absence of potentiality Aristotle also concludes to the immateriality of the Prime Mover. It is not my intention to dwell on the details of Aristotle’s argument. My focus is rather Aquinas’s reaction to it, which is particularly interesting. Clearly, Aquinas believes that the argument, as it stands, is not conclusive. Thus, he remarks that both the argument here in Met. Λ and the parallel one in Phys. Θ are not demonstrative, but merely probable arguments, possibly prompted by the desire of refuting the Presocratics’ conception of motion.​[86]​ What is wrong with Aristotle’s arguments, according to Aquinas, is the assumption of the backwards eternity of both motion and time. Aquinas exposes this mistake in so far as time is concerned.​[87]​ The conclusion that time must be backwards eternal is reached by reasoning that the claim the time has a beginning is self-defeating. Suppose that time had a beginning, so the reasoning goes, then there would be a time at which time does not exist. But if there is a time at which time does not exist, there is time before time begins―which is absurd. Aquinas explicitly rejects the reasoning by observing that, if time has a beginning, then the time at which time does not exist is not real, but only the product of our imagination.​[88]​ We imagine a time before time begins but that time is not out there but only in our mind. Although Aquinas believes that Aristotle’s argument is faulty, he explicitly remarks that the conclusion of the argument, the existence of an eternal and immaterial cause, is true, as can be seen once Aristotle’s premisses are replaced with appropriate and necessary ones.​[89]​ Aquinas sketches out the kind of argument he has in mind.​[90]​ If the world is not eternal―and it is not―it must have been brought into being by something else. And if this cause of being in turn is not eternal, it must have been brought into being by a second cause and so on and so forth ad infinitum. Since, as Aristotle himself shows in Met. α 2 a backwards infinite chain of causes is impossible, we must conclude to the existence of an eternal substance. Such a substance must be unmixed with potentiality and hence immaterial. Although somehow elegantly, therefore, Aquinas reproaches Aristotle for overlooking the main argument in favour of the existence of God, namely the contingency of the world. Only by shifting the argument from the explanation of motion to the explanation of being itself can one conclude to the existence of an eternal substance, unmixed with potentiality.
It is not surprising that Aquinas should have something to say about Aristotle’s conception of God. What is more important, for our purposes, is that the Dominican Master makes explicit his disagreement with Aristotle. In the Sententia super Metaphysicam, Aquinas is explaining a series of doctrines he is basically in agreement with. When he is not, he lets us know.

3.2. Levels of Ontological Composition and Hierarchies of Beings in the Commentary on the Metaphysics 
One of the cornerstones of Aquinas’s metaphysical thought is the view that the substances that occupy different levels of the ontological hierarchy also display different levels or layers of ontological composition. The crucial tenet is that God, Who occupies the highest rank in the hierarchy, is absolutely simple. All creatures, by contrast, are composite, i.e. non-simple. Angelic substances or intelligences display fewer levels of composition, being they closer to the first principle, while sensible substances are composite according to more levels of composition in that they are more removed from the first principle. Aquinas singles out three different layers of composition: (1) the essence-existence composition; (2) the essence-principle of individuation composition and (3) the matter-form composition. In all three cases, what Aquinas has in mind when he talks of “composition” is a real or mind-independent composition, i.e. a distinction of costituents which is given in reality independently of our mental activity, even though the degree of distinction may vary from one kind of composition to another.​[91]​ Compositions of types (1) and (3) are essential to the structure of Aquinas’s hierarchical metaphysics. According to Thomas, in fact, the essence-existence composition is the distinguishing mark of creaturality: the most basic sense in which creatures can be said not to be simple is that they are composed of essence and existence. Thus, both angelic and sensible substances are composed of essence and existence. I have already alluded to Aquinas’s basic intuition in Section 2.4. An essence is just a certain potentiality for existing in a certain way and hence having an essence is just having a certain potentiality for existing in a certain way. In order for such a potentiality to be actual another principle must be added to the essence, a principle which, not being contained in the essence, is external to it and so distinct from it. Although being distinct, essence and existence are, nonetheless, not unconnected or strictly accidental to one another, but rather related as potentiality and actuality: the existence-principle does nothing but actualize a certain possible way of existing. If both angels and sensible substances are composed of essence and existence, how do we distinguish them? Thanks to composition of type (3). Sensible substances, besides being composed of essence and existence, are also composed of matter and form, while angels are immaterial and so are not composed of matter and form. Angels, in other words, are pure forms. The role of composition of type (2) is more uncertain. Throughout his career, Aquinas consistently maintains that an individual sensible substance, is not identical with its essence. The reason is that an individual sensible substance is not simply an essence but is rather an essence plus an individuating principle, i.e. a principle that accounts for what makes of the individual substance the individual substance it is and what differentiates it from the other cospecific substances. I argued elsewhere that endorsing this view just amounts to some form of realism concerning the structure of sensible substances:​[92]​ Aquinas believes that each individual sensible substance is composed of a common constituent, the essence, which accounts for what it has in common with the other cospecific substances, and an individuating costituent, individual matter, which account for what differentiates an individual sensible substance from all the other cospecific substances. Standardly, Aquinas also maintains that, by contrast, an individual angelic substance is identical with its essence.​[93]​ Aquinas takes this view because he thinks that existence does not contribute anything to individuation: we can talk of an individual angel before we take into account its existing or not existing. To put things otherwise, we can talk of both actual and possible individual angels. On this understanding, angels are conceived of as primitively individual essences: the individuality of an angel must not be accounted for by positing a principle external to the essence that somehow enters into composition with it. Only in one text, i.e. Quodlibet II, q. 2, a. 2, does Aquinas distance himself from his standard view by maintaining that an individual angel is not identical with its essence.​[94]​ In this text, he seems to think that the existence principle cannot be left out of the picture when talking about individual angels. But, clearly, if an individual angel is not just an essence, but rather essence plus existence, it cannot be identical with its essence. For no thing can be identical with one of its distinct constituents. The result of this discussion is that, according to Aquinas’s standard view, composition of type (2) turns out to be coextensive with composition of type (3), i.e. the matter-form composition: all and only those things that are composed of matter and form are also composed of essence and principle of individuation. According to the view in Quod. II.2.2, by contrast, composition of type (2) becomes coextensive with composition of type (1), the essence-existence composition: all and only those things that are composed of essence and existence are also non-identical with their essence.
Is there any trace, in Aquinas’s Commentary on the Metaphysics of such a sophisticated metaphysical machinery? Do we see any hint at the doctrine of the levels of ontological composition? The presence of composition of type (1), i.e. matter-form composition, is uncontroversial. The main line of enquiry in the central books consists in evaluating the impact of the matter-form composition on the question of the substantiality of sensible objects. As we have seen, Aquinas explores the consequences of the matter-form analysis not only at the level of the concrete existence of sensible objects, but also at that of their essence, by maintaing that sensible objects are essentially composed of matter and form and so must be defined accordingly. It is important to note, however, that Aquinas employs the matter-form composition not only to characterize the nature of sensible objects, but also to contrast their nature with that of separate substances, thereby emphasizing the hierarchical structure of reality. Separate substances, including here both God and angels, are described as positively immaterial, i.e. free from matter, as early as in the preface to the commentary, where Thomas is trying to determine the subject of metaphysics.​[95]​ If intelligibility consists in being separate from matter, Aquinas remarks, then separate substances deserve to be called the most intelligible objects. For they are separate from matter not only in understanding but also in being. Consistently, throughout his commentary on Book Λ Aquinas presents immateriality as one of the distinguishing marks both of God and of angelic intelligences.​[96]​
Also composition of type (2), i.e. the essence-principle of individuation composition, plays a role in the Sententia super Metaphysicam. As said, distinguishing between essence and principle of individuation implies distinguishing between an individual thing and its essence. Aristotle discusses the question as to whether a thing is identical with its essence in Met. Z 6. He then briefly goes back to it at the end of Met. Z 11 (1037a33-b7), when summing up the main achievements of his discussion of essence. It is especially in his commentary on Met. Z 11 that Aquinas provides a full interpretation of Aristotle’s answer to the problem of the identity or non-identity between a thing and its essence. Although Aristotle speaks generally of whether a thing is identical with its essence so as to include every kind of thing, be it a substance, an accident or an accidental composite, Aquinas is mainly interested in whether individual substances are identical with their essence, the question, in more technical terms, whether a supposit, i.e. an individual substance, is identical with its essence. In his commentary on Met. Z 11, Aquinas clearly remarks that sensible substances are not identical with their essence and explains also why:

“And it is necessary not only to exclude [i.e. from the identity with their essence] accidental things , but also to exclude material substances. For, as was said above, what the definition signifies is the essence, and definitions are not assigned to individuals but to species; and therefore individual matter, which is the principle of individuation, is distinct from the essence. But in reality it is impossible for a species to exist except in a particular individual. Hence if any natural thing has matter which is part of its species, and this pertains to the essence, it must also have individual matter, which does not pertain to its essence. Therefore, if any natural thing has matter, it is not its own essence; for example, Socrates is not humanity but something having humanity. And if it were possible for a man to be composed of body and soul and not be this particular man composed of this body and this soul, he would still be his own essence, even though he contained matter.”​[97]​
 
In the passage quoted, Aquinas clearly states that an individual sensible substance is not identical with its essence. The reason is that an individual sensible substance is not only essence, but essence plus the principle of individuation, which Aquinas identifies here with the so-called individual matter. Sensible substances, therefore, display the essence-principle of individuation composition. It is interesting to see that, a few lines below, Aquinas employs such a kind of composition to contrast the case of sensible substances with that of separate ones:

“Moreover, it follows that those substances which are subsistent forms alone do not have any principle individuating them which is extrinsic to the formula (of the thing or of the species) which signifies their essence. Concerning these things, then, it is true that each of them is unqualifiedly the same as its own essence.”​[98]​

In this text, Aquinas explicitly asserts that separate substances are identical with their own essence. Consequently, they do not display the essence-principle of individuation composition. Moreover, Aquinas’s description of separate substances as “subsistent forms” clearly indicates that it is the case of angelic substances that he has chiefly in mind. Thus, in the commentary on the Metaphysics, Aquinas follows his standard view, according to which angels are identical with their essence, and not the “unorthodox” stance he takes in Quodlibet II, q. 2, a. 2.
The case of composition of type (3), i.e. the essence-existence composition is, admittedly, more complicated. We have seen in Section 2.4 that Aquinas reproaches Avicenna for misconceiving the nature of the essence-existence distinction. According to Aquinas, existence is not related to the essence in the manner of an accidental property, but rather in the way actuality is related to potentiality. So far so good. The question is, however, whether Aquinas ever employs in his commentary the essence-existence machinery to describe the hierarchical structure of reality, that is to contrast creatures, which are composed of essence and existence, with God, Who has no ontological constituents at all. Probably, the best way to try to answer this question is to see whether in his treatment of seperate substances Aquinas ever distinguishes between the ontological status of God and that of the other separate substances, i.e. the angelic intelligences. In Book Λ Aristotle first proves, in Ch. 6, the existence of some eternal, immaterial and unmoved substance and then goes on , in Ch. 7, to give some more precisions about its nature. Only in Ch. 8 does he finally raise the question as to whether there is more than one separate substance and enquiry into the number of such substances. Aristotle’s argument in Λ contains an ambiguity: what is not clear is whether Aristotle wishes to prove the necessary existence of the kind of substance of which both the Prime Unmoved Mover (God, in Aquinas’s understanding) and the secondary movers (the angels) are examples and then show that there is more than one substance of the kind, or whether he wants to prove the existence of the Prime Mover and then pass to the further question whether we need to posit secondary unmoved movers as well. This ambiguity is also reflected in Aquinas’s commentary. However, it is clear from the way the Dominican Master expresses himself that a good number of the things Aristotle says in Chs 6 and 7 about separate substances are attributable only to God as opposed to the other immaterial substances. Two examples are particularly strinking. In Ch. 6, Aristotle argues that it is necessary for the eternal continuity of motion that the eternal and unmoved substance of which he is describing the nature, i.e. the unmoved mover, be also eternally in actuality.​[99]​ The thought is that only a continuously acting substance can explain the continuous passage from potentiality to actuality in which motion properly consists. Aristotle further strengthens his claim by saying that, in order to explain the eternity of motion it is not enough that we posit an eternally moving and acting substance, but it is also necessary that the very essence of such a substance be actuality: something whose very essence is not actuality, in fact, could in principle stop existing and so imparting motion with the result that motion would not be eternal.​[100]​ Although Aristotle’s characterisation of an essentially actual being perfectly fits the case of the Prime Mover, nothing of what he says excludes that it might apply to the secondary unmoved movers as well: the secondary unmoved movers, in other words, can perfectly be conceived of as essentially actual beings. In his commentary on the beginning of Λ 7, by contrast, Aquinas makes it clear that this characterisation should be restricted to the Prime Mover alone.​[101]​ Clearly, the Dominican Master is somehow trying to read into Aristotle’s text his claim that in all substances other than God, i.e. in all creatures, there is a mixture of potentiality and actuality. The imperfection of all created things, in other words, consists in their not being absolutely simple, but rather composed of potentiality and actuality. This is the result of their receiving being from outside, of their participating in being, i.e. of their having being only in so far as they bear some relationship to what is essentially being. Distinguishing between God and the other things on the basis of the potentiality-actuality composition is just another way of saying that things other than God are composed of essence and existence. For, as we have seen, the potentiality-actuality distinction is Aquinas’s standard way of cashing out his talk of the essence-existence composition. Not surprisingly, in his commentary on Λ 6, Aquinas characterizes things other than God in terms of their contingency: things, in other words, that are mixed with potentiality, are contingent, that is can both be and not be. This is a result of their receiving existence from outside.​[102]​ Thus, Aquinas seems after all to introduce implicitly the essence-existence distinction in his explanation of Aristotle’s treatment of separate substances.
This point can be shown also by focusing on a different theme, the kind of cognition that characterizes separate substances. In Met. Λ 7, after establishing the point that the kind of immaterial substance he is describing moves as an object of thought and intellectual desire, Aristotle further shows that such a kind of substance must also be intelligent to the highest degree.​[103]​ This is certainly one of the sections in Λ 6-7 where Aristotle may be taken to be referring to the Prime Mover alone and not also to the secondary movers. Be that as it may, this is clearly the way Aquinas takes the text. It is only in his commentary on Met. Λ 9 that Aquinas presents a full-fledged explanation of the kind of cognition that characterizes God in opposition to all other intelligent beings. This is reasonable enough, for it is in fact in Λ 9-10 that Aristotle describes in some details how we should conceive of the intellectual activity of separate substances. Aquinas remarks that an intelligent being can relate to its own intellection, i.e. to its own intellectual activity, in three differen ways.​[104]​ (i) One possibility is that an intellectual being never possesses intellection in actuality, but only in potentiality. (ii) Another is that an intellectual being undestands things in actuality, but in such a way that it is not identical with its activity of understandig, i.e. its intellectual activity or intellection. (iii) The final possibility is that an intellectual being is simply identical with its intellection. Predictably, Thomas concludes that God’s case is case (iii): God is simply identical with His activity of intellection. It is not difficult to see that Aquinas is here alluding to three different ranks of intellectual being: human beings, angels and God. The equation of human beings with case (i) needs, of course, a word of qualification. As is evident, Aquinas does not mean to say that human beings never exercise their intellectual activity or that their intellects are somehow dormant. However, as he always emphasizes, human cognition involves a passage from understanding in potentiality to understanding in actuality, i.e. from something being understood in potentiality to something being understood in actuality. Human beings, in other words, sometimes consider a certain intellectual content, while sometimes they do not . Thence the necessity of positing in them a possible intellect, i.e. a faculty which is capable of storing intellectual contents to be fished out, as it were, by the intellect’s consideration. The most interesting case for us is case (ii), i.e. the case of angels. Some light on the implications of Aquinas’s characterisation of case (ii) can be shed by looking at the Dominican Master’s discussion of angelic cognition in S. Th., Ia, q. 54. In a. 4, for instance, Aquinas makes it clear that angels always exercise their intellectual activity. Their intellection, in other words, do not involve any passage from potentiality to actuality, i.e. from something being understood in potentiality to something being understood in actuality. Therefore, they do not need any possible intellect for storing in intellectual contents. In aa. 1 and 2, however, Aquinas makes it clear that angels are not identical with the intellectual activity they always exercise. More particularly, the intellectual activity of an angel is identical neither with their essence nor with their existence. In other words, the intellectual activity of an angel is one of its accidents. Now, what is important for our purposes is that the reason why angels are not identical with their intellection is that they are not pure actualities but are rather mixed to some degree with potentiality. And everything that has some degree of potentiality must also have something transpassing the boundaries of its nature, i.e. some accidental properties. Thus, although the intellection of angels does not pass from a potential state to an actual one and is, instead, always actual, angels are involved with potentiality at a deeper level, i.e. at the level of their ontological structure. But to say that angels are composed of potentiality and actuality is for Aquinas just another way of saying that they are composed of essence and existence. Thus, when in his commentary on Λ 9 Aquinas maintains that angels are not identical with their intellectual activity, he wishes to allude to their contingency, to their composed character and to the essence-existence composition which they exhibit.
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